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L o u i s , i n t h e D a r k 
PATRY FRANCIS 
W H E N MY FATHER was five years old, a hearing loss resulting 
from an untreated ear infection was misdiagnosed as mental 
retardation, and he was sent away to a state school. The only thing 
he remembers before the spiraling, inarticulate tantrum he threw 
when the social worker came for him at the foster home was one 
word. A name actually: Louis. And though he never talked much 
about his childhood, sometimes we caught Dad lying in the living 
room in the dark, saying that name out loud, drawing out the 
syllables the way he must have done when he was small. Louuu. 
Lou-iss. Louis. The amazing thing was that for most of his life, none 
of us, including my father, had any idea who Louis was. Though I 
knew enough to stay out of it, my nosy sisters had asked their share 
of questions over the years: How had Dad ended up in a foster 
home in the first place? Where were his parents? How could 
anyone possibly have believed that our exceptionally intelligent 
father was mentally retarded? And perhaps most darkly of all, 
what had it been like in thatplacel Since no one knew who this Louis 
character was, we tended to focus blame on him. Had Louis sent 
him away? And if not, why hadn ' t the one figure significant 
enough to imprint his name on my father's mind stopped them? 
Though most of my sisters' questions probably had easy answers, 
my mother promptly squelched their curiosity. "What are you 
trying to do—destroy your father?" she'd say, her normally sonorous 
voice transformed to a guttural whisper. As far as we knew, Dad 
had never asked to see the files that had been kept when he was a 
ward of the state, or later the Colville State School. We came to 
understand my father's past as a violent wind, against which the 
doors and windows must be kept firmly bolted. 
I was thirty when the wind abruptly gusted up. After spending 
six months selling life insurance to a lot of tightass stiffs who had 
damn little life in them to begin with, I was taking a couple of 
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computer courses and temporarily crashing at home. It was an 
ordinary Sunday: my father napping on the couch in that darkened 
living room, my mother in the basement folding laundry, and 
humming a familiar song that drifted faintly up the stairs, and me, 
halfheartedly leafing through a textbook on C Language, staring at 
the TV, and thinking about a recent conversation with my girlfriend. 
After three years of what I considered a pretty workable relationship, 
Julianne was determined to wreck it all by relentlessly plugging the 
three Cs: cash, co-habitation and commitment. In that order. So 
there I was, my mind trapped somewhere between C language, a 
crappy Celtics game on TV, and wondering how I could keep 
Julianne from another one of her "relationship" harangues when 
the phone rang. Remembering I'd promised to call her an hour 
earlier, I picked up. 
"Hey Julianne, I 'm sorry—" I blurted into the receiver. On the 
other end of the line, the party hesitated, then cleared his throat— 
an obvious sign that whatever he was about to say had been 
rehearsed. "Is this the Robichaux residence?" he asked. I was about 
to hang up, figuring someone was about to pitch me some new 
windows, or tell me I 'd been pre-approved for lifetime bondage to 
a credit card company. But something in his voice stopped me. A 
strange mixture of not-to-be-denied assertiveness and a tension 
that sizzled through the lines. "Listen, let me get to the point here," 
the caller said impatiently when I hesitated. "I 'm looking for Jack 
Robichaux. He live there or not?" 
Jacques was a name my father and I shared. Since Dad pronounced 
his properly, and I went by the hipper sounding Jake, it remained 
unclear which one of us the caller wanted. Perhaps hearing the 
moan of that violent wind, I said protectively, "Speaking. What can 
I do for you?" 
Now it was his turn to hesitate. "You're Jack?" he said, the 
tension overcoming the pushiness. "You sure about that?" 
"No, I 'm an impostor in my own home. Listen pal—" I began, 
once again on the verge of slapping down the receiver. 
The caller cleared his throat impatiently and interrupted me, 
obviously too preoccupied with his own agenda to hear much of 
what I was saying. "Well, I hope you're sitting down, man, cause 
you're not going to believe who's calling you." After a momentary 
pause, he spoke again, this time his voice on the verge of breaking. 
"It's me Jack—your brother, Louis." 
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"Louis?" I repeated, my voice suddenly as unreliable as his. "My 
brother?" 
At that moment , I turned and saw my father standing behind 
me, his face blanched. While Louis sputtered on the phone, "Jack, 
are you there? You okay, man?" my father and I stared at one 
another, sharing the information that we both somehow knew 
would alter our lives forever. Then, I relinquished the phone, and 
did as my newfound uncle suggested: I sat down. 
"Louis?" my father said into the phone, repeating the name he 
had been practicing for so many years in the dark. "That was my 
son. I believe I 'm the party you're looking for." Though his words 
were formal, there was a need in them I'd never heard my father 
express before, a need as wild and unpredictable as that wind my 
mother had been hell bent on keeping out for years. But before he 
said more to his brother, he put his hand over the receiver and 
looked at me. "Jake, if you don' t m ind . . . " 
At first, I stared at him stupidly, unaware that I was being asked 
to leave the room. Then I jumped up, all legs and arms, "Sure.. . 
sorry," I muttered, as I stumbled toward the door. 
I 'm not sure how long my father spent on the phone with his 
brother , or how long he sat alone in that room afterward, 
contemplating the meaning of the name, the private mantra he had 
carried inside himself for so long, but my mother and I waited in the 
kitchen waiting for at least an hour. My mother sipped tea, while I 
popped a beer. Though Mom usually made a huge deal about it 
when I took a drink before three, this time she didn' t say a word. 
Whatever happened in that room, either on the phone, or inside 
my father's skull, when he emerged from the room, it was obvious 
that he was not the man he 'd been when he entered it, the man 
whose predictability I'd counted on all my life. I'll never forget the 
words he said when he walked into the kitchen. "I have family..." 
he whispered, as if afraid to pronounce the words out loud, lest 
they be stolen from him. "I have people, Eileen." 
While I gulped the rest of my beer, my mother spoke up, clearly 
bristling. "Well, of course you have people, Jacques. You have us." 
But for once my father refused to be pulled in out of the wind. 
"That's not what I mean," he said, looking vaguely intoxicated, as if 
he was the one who had been guzzling beer, instead of me. "I mean 
I come from some place. I have a brother—probably a whole slew 
of relatives. Me. Jacques Robichaux." 
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My father was fifty-seven years old, a successful businessman; 
he'd been married for thirty-five years, was the father of four, twice 
a grandfather. But it seemed that in a few moments on the phone, 
Louis had given him a sense of inhabiting his own life that our 
family had never been able to provide. If it were possible, I hated 
my so-called uncle more than ever. 
"I don' t want to burst your bubble, Jacques," my mother said, 
rising and beginning to pace. "But how do you know that was 
really him? Anyone could call claiming to be Louis. . . And even if 
he is that person from your past, don' t you think you 'd remember if 
Louis was your brother?" 
But nothing could dampen my father's hour of exultation. Though 
he almost never drank, he went into the liquor cabinet and poured 
himself a shot of Jameson, which he held aloft, presumably toasting 
Louis. After he had downed it, he said, "He's my brother, all right. 
No doubt about it." 
"But. . .but how could you possibly. . ." my mother asked. 
"Because it was like hearing my own voice on the line," my 
father said, still holding the empty shot glass mid-air in apparent 
homage to Louis. "The man sounded exactly like me." 
Since I had answered the phone, my mother looked at me for 
confirmation, but I was too mystified to speak. To my ears, the man 
who identified himself as Louis couldn't have sounded more unlike 
my father. While my father's voice was polished, polite, deeply 
resonant, Louis spoke the lingo of a street hustler; and the oily 
timbre of his voice was several octaves higher than my father's. I 
shook my head in amazement, but my father, who apparently had 
heard the voice on another level, continued to smile confidently. 
"Next Saturday. Five p.m.," he said, with the same tr iumphant 
look on his face. That was all he said, but my mother and I 
shuddered simultaneously. We weren' t sure where Louis was 
coming from or what kind of havoc he would wreak when he got 
here, but at least we knew when the storm was due to arrive. I 
looked at the clock and saw that we had six days, twenty-three 
hours and sixteen minutes to prepare. 
That weekend, my two compulsively overachieving sisters, 
Genevieve (pre-med, Tufts) and Yvette (a doctoral candidate in 
linguistics at some school in Maine), came home; only Amy, who 
lived several hours away and was a week overdue with her third 
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child, failed to show for the big occasion. Determined not to let 
Louis's visit alter my life, I went to the gym as usual that morning. 
Then feeling edgy the way I always did when my sisters came 
home, I stopped for a couple of beers on the way home. In the car, 
I evened out with a Valium; as it seeped into my bloodstream, I felt 
myself growing ready—not only for my sisters' censorious looks 
and snide comments about my underemployment—but for this 
Louis asshole, too. 
At home, I found Julianne in the kitchen with my mother and 
sisters. Predictably, my mother was preparing to bedazzle Dad's lost 
brother with brilliantly shiny surfaces, relentless order, and an 
onslaught of food. And as I realized for the first time, Julianne had 
her own way of responding to major events: seduction. Though it 
was March and still cold, she was dressed in a short, summery 
looking dress with spaghetti straps, no bra. In the kitchen, my sisters 
and Julianne stirred and chopped, sipped wine and danced while 
Madonna egged them on in the background, and my mother barked 
out orders from her post behind the stove. Wanting to avoid one of 
Genevieve's lectures about my lack of steady employment, or worse— 
one of Yvette's patronizing looks—I slipped a beer out of the fridge 
and drifted into the living room, hoping to catch a game. 
Meanwhile, the Louis-watch continued. My father, dressed with 
casual neatness in khakis and a striped polo, guarded driveway, 
door, and window. Though his brother's intended arrival was 
several hours off, he consulted his watch every few minutes. "You 
don' t suppose he's gotten lost, do you?" he asked several times. 
Finally, my mother poked her head in and shut him up. "Only for 
about fifty-two years. Other than that, he's right on time," she said. 
Louis was only fourteen minutes late, but by the time the knock 
came at the door, everyone had pretty much given up on him. By 
then, we had sunk back into our old belief that my father was some 
kind of spawn—no parents, no family, no real past before the day 
he met our mother and she had begun the process of creating a life 
for him. From across the room, I saw my mother visibly relax. 
Undoubtedly , she was wonder ing when she could officially 
pronounce Louis a phantom and serve the food when the knock 
came at the door. 
"I'll get it," my father said, trying to appear casual as he leaped 
up. But by the time he opened the door, the rest of us had formed a 
phalanx behind him. 
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The man at the door had loomed large in all of our imaginations 
for so long that we almost gasped when we met the real thing. My 
uncle Louis couldn't have stood more than five three, and was so 
slump shouldered and thin that my first thought was that he had 
some kind of terminal illness; like a dog seeking out the solace of 
the woods, he 'd come to his brother 's house to die. Though his face 
was pleated with sixty years of obviously hard living, news of his 
age hadn ' t apparently reached his brain. Louis dressed in the age-
old uniform of the rebellious teenager: tight jeans, black T-shirt, 
short jacket, shades. His hair, which he wore longish and whisked 
into a goopy seventies-style was a suspicious inky black. 
But if the rest of us were appalled by the character who had 
appeared from nowhere and pronounced himself "family," my 
father didn't seem to notice. Normally punctilious, Dad was beaming 
at the odd character who called himself his brother. But then, as I 
soon realized, he wasn ' t looking at the clothes or the hair, or even 
the stature of the man; what he saw before him was the figure he 'd 
been speaking to in the dark all these years. Louu. Lou-iss. Louis. 
"Well, I'll be a son of a bitch," Louis said at last, his first words. 
"I always knew you were going to be one tall bastard. You had the 
biggest mitts—even as a baby." 
For what seemed like several long moments, my father stood 
there holding the door open, a broad grin on his face as he 
confronted the only person he ever knew who remembered him as 
a baby. It was as if he had imagined this reunion so long, but his 
imagination had never taken him beyond this moment. Finally, my 
mother nudged him gently, "Jacques, aren't you going to invite 
Louis inside?" 
We all moved aside as Louis entered, regal as our new emperor. 
I 'm not sure anyone else noticed, but my eyes immediately drifted 
toward an obviously overstuffed gym bag he was carrying. Inside, 
Louis inhaled deeply, his eyes traveling from one face to another. 
Visibly touched by the warmth and comfort of the room, he turned 
to my father, his eyes moist. "All these years, I've been telling 
people my brother was in one of those retard homes, and look! 
You've done all right for yourself, Jack. Man, I 'm proud of you." 
At that point, I felt like nailing the guy. He was proud? The one 
who had stood by and let the social worker take my father away? 
Never mind that Louis had probably been no more than eight at the 
time. I could already tell that my uncle was the type who always 
had resources. He could have done something. 
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When everyone was finally relaxed with a drink and a plate of 
hors d 'oeuvres in their hands, Louis edged closer to my sisters and 
Julianne, his eyes openly appraising legs, hips, breasts. "Talk about 
torture," he said. "I finally meet some good looking girls, and 
they're all freakin' relatives." He popped a pill from a pharmaceutical 
bottle with his gin and tonic. "Nitroglycerine," he explained. "See 
what you girls are doing to my heart?" 
Genevieve giggled ne rvous ly and Yvette looked frankly 
embarrassed, but Julianne, who enjoyed a compliment from any 
quarter, was smiling. "I'm not a relative, Mr. Robichaux," she said, 
her breasts shifting slightly in her faux silk dress. "I 'm Jake's 
girlfriend." 
"Well then, I guess good taste runs in the family," Louis winked. 
"And please, no one calls me Mr. Robichaux but cops and the IRS." 
Julianne laughed appreciatively, but I found his joke particularly 
telling. Obviously, my uncle had had an inordinate amount of 
contact with both groups over the years. 
Later, over dinner, a slightly awkward silence descended, as 
everyone tried not to watch Louis, who ate noisily and with gusto 
for a man who couldn't have weighed more than a buck twenty. 
"So Louis," Genevieve said awkwardly attempting to fill it. "What 
inspired you to look for us now—after all these years?" 
Louis finished what he was chewing and wiped his mouth with 
a napkin. "A dream," he said when he had everyone's attention. 
"A dream?" my father repeated, staring hard at his brother. 
"I was down in Atlantic City. Picked up a nice bundle in three 
days, but that 's another story. Anyway, there I am staying alone in 
this gigantic hotel. Trump Castle, whatever they call it, and I wake 
up in the middle of the night, and it's like...it 's like you're there in 
the room with me, Jack. The way you used to be when you were 
little...I could practically hear you breathing, calling my name like 
you did when you had a nightmare." 
By then, Louis and my father had both forgotten the food, the 
warmth of the living room, and everyone else who was present. His 
eyes riveted on his brother, my father held his fork in midair. 
"You remember it, too. Don't you, Jack?" Louis whispered, his 
voice a crooning hush the way it must have been when he comforted 
his little brother all those years ago. "Remember those nightmares 
you used to have in the foster homes and how I would take you 
into my bed with me?" 
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All eyes shifted toward my father as he nodded slowly and 
deliberately, opening the door wide to that dark wind. "I do," he 
said when he could speak. "I remember." 
"Anyway, I must have been dreaming about you. Dreaming 
about that night before they came for you. The last night we had 
together. When I woke up, I saw your face so clear. Your eyes. 
Those dark intelligent eyes. I swear, man, I jumped out of bed like 
some kind of a lunatic. And there I am yelling in this hotel room, 
three in the morning, totally alone. T h a t kid wasn' t retarded!' I 'm 
yelling. There ' s no freakin' way my brother 's retarded!'" 
For a moment our house was flooded with the shattered silence 
of that hotel room. Then my mother spoke up. "You mean to say 
that never occurred to you before?" 
Still not taking his eyes off my father, Louis's yellowish eyes 
filled for the third time since he 'd entered our house. "I should have 
known, but I was a kid myself, Jack. You had never learned to talk 
right, and you used to have these fits whenever the social workers 
came. I guess I believed them." 
"And in all these years, you never thought to check? Maybe to 
find out if your brother was still in that home? My God, he could 
have died there," my mother said, pressing forward. 
Turning to her, anger flashed briefly in Louis's eyes; his lips 
suddenly grew tight. Then he looked back at my father, indicating 
that he was the only one who deserved an explanation. "I 'm sorry, 
Jack. I guess I was just. . .too ashamed." 
And for the first time, my father's eyes were wet too, as he 
nodded in mute understanding. 
"You know what that's like, don' t you, Jack?" Louis said, again 
speaking in that low whisper. "To be so freakin' ashamed of who 
you are that you stop asking questions. Cause everything you've 
ever heard about your own family only made you feel shittier 
about yourself than you already did. You know. . . " 
For a second time, my father nodded in almost involuntary 
assent. Once again it was as if there was no one in the room but my 
father and Louis and the past that united them. 
"All I ever heard about our family was that my brother was a 
retard, my old man was in the slammer because he couldn't even 
pull off a half-assed holdup, and good old Mom bailed out on us 
when you were six months old. You hear a few fun facts like that, 
you're not about to go digging for more." 
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It was immediately apparent to almost everyone in the room that 
Louis was making this up as he went along, and over the course of 
his stay he proved us right by contradicting himself several times. 
However, when I looked at my father he was holding his hands 
lightly over his mid-section, a look of distress on his face. 
"Jack, I 'm sorry, but you don't actually believe that, do you?" my 
mother blurted out, openly contradicting Louis for the first time. But 
when my father glared at her, his hand protecting his stomach from 
internal blows that only Louis understood, she fell into the silence 
that would engulf her as long as my uncle remained in the house. 
And yes, Louis had come for a visit that would extend well 
beyond the afternoon. While everything he owned nested in that 
battered gym bag beside him on the floor, he asked if Dad might 
recommend a motel where he could spend a few days. Of course, 
my father immediately offered him Amy's old bedroom. At first, it 
was only supposed to be for a few days. But though we were never 
quite sure where Louis had come from, it soon became apparent 
that there was nothing to go back to. In the first week after Louis's 
arrival, we figured out there had been an endless string of "ladies" 
in his life, but never one worth marrying. Nor was there any 
mention of a career or even a job. From his in-depth knowledge of 
gambling of all kinds, I figured that my uncle had once been a 
bookie—until the cops, the IRS, or his own weakness for chance 
had put him out of business. Probably a combination of all three, I 
decided one afternoon as I sat in the living room drinking a beer 
and watching my uncle apply a coin to a pile of scratch ticket, his 
loose-skinned face an alternating portrait of hope and despair. 
And I was right about his health, too. My uncle had not only 
suffered a near fatal heart attack a few months earlier, he had a 
suspicious cough, difficulty breathing, and had dropped more than 
twenty pounds in the last year. When my mother asked him why 
he hadn ' t seen a doctor, Louis only shrugged and poured himself 
another shot of my father's Jameson. "Doctors are like women. 
Never met one I could trust." But in his eyes, I read the same 
emotions he had spoken of when he explained why he had never 
searched for my father: fear, and the free floating shame that had 
kept him running from the truth all his life. 
Since both my parents worked full time in Dad's business, I was 
at home more than anyone else. Thus, I was the one most put out by 
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our new long-term guest. I imagined m y uncle fighting me for the 
remote control when I watched Sports Center, filching my beer from 
the fridge, interfering with what little private time Julianne and I 
grabbed when my parents weren' t home. But with a lifetime of 
experience in staying in other people's homes, Louis knew how to 
make himself unobtrusive. After downing a couple of pots of black 
coffee and the daily newspaper, Louis left the house every day by 
eleven—usually around the time I got up and began to think about 
whether I felt like going to my classes or just heading over to the 
gym. Leaving the house in his uniform of sharply pressed black 
jeans and black T-shirt and short jacket, my uncle would say that he 
was going for a walk. 
At first, I was relieved. But then I got curious. I mean, there 
aren't that many places to go in our town. And no one—particularly 
a guy who looks like he might keel over if you breathed on him too 
hard—walks for six, seven hours at a stretch. When he returned, 
Louis sat in the living room with m y father for an hour or so. 
Occasionally, my mother or I came to the doorway to listen, 
imagining the two of them catching up frantically after fifty-two 
years of separation. But the room was usually steeped in silence. 
Still, neither of them seemed uncomfortable. In fact, I sensed that in 
those strange hours with his brother, my father was more at peace 
than he'd ever been. When his hour was up, Louis would claim 
fatigue from his "walk," politely excuse himself from dinner and 
hole up in his room. Since the lights went out almost immediately, 
I first assumed my uncle went to sleep. But from the self-conscious 
sound of his coughing, I soon figured out he was awake up there. 
Awake and scheming. 
Not having a lot to do with my time, I took what might be called 
an abnormal interest in Louis's activities. One morning, I got up 
early and put on my sweats, telling my uncle I planned to hit the 
weights early. But instead, I waited till he left the house and 
followed him in my Hyundai . (Amy had bequeathed the car to me 
when she got pregnant and her husband decided that respectable 
suburban motherhood required one of those sports utility jobs.) 
Though most people would have found a day in the life of Louis 
Robichaux to be about as interesting as being stuck with one of my 
nieces watching Barney videos all day, I was fascinated. 
As it turned out, Louis's so-called walk never took him past 
Christy's market a few blocks from the house, where he sat in a 
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folding chair all afternoon, playing Keno. Around two he was 
joined by a woman friend—late forties, fifty pounds overweight, 
her hair a bright strawberry blond that clashed with her red coat 
and shoes. From the careful way she'd done her make-up and her 
matching ensemble, it was obvious she considered an afternoon of 
chips and Keno at Christy's a date. A couple of hours later, the two 
of them climbed into her precarious looking gray Buick and stopped 
off at the post office where Louis picked up a packet of mail. I made 
a mental note to go through it later when Louis was out of his room. 
Then after a quick stop at the bank where I imagined he cashed his 
SSI check, they drifted over to Barolo's where the fat woman 
ordered a pink drink garnished with half a bottle of cherries and a 
plate of mozzarella sticks. When the check came, Louis forked over 
the cash—and from the smile on the waitress's face, t ipped 
generously. Later, the lady in the gray car dropped him off at the 
end of our street, as if he were a high school sophomore afraid to let 
his parents know he's dating the town hoochie. Though I had kept 
a respectable distance, I almost tasted the wet rum-sweetened kiss 
he gave her. You old bastard, I whispered to myself from behind the 
wheel of my Hyundai . In a matter of weeks, my uncle had managed 
to locate the few broads, booze and gambling our town had to offer. 
Though he made an admirable effort to make himself scarce, 
Louis's presence subtly unbalanced everything in the household. It 
started with me and Julianne. One afternoon when Louis came in 
early from another productive day at Christy's, he found Julianne 
at the house waiting for me. By the time I came home, the two of 
them were drinking rum and cokes in the kitchen. Through the 
window, I could see Julianne laughing at one of Louis's jokes. The 
tits that were not as great as she thought they were quivered inside 
a ribbed tank top; and when she threw back her head in laughter, I 
could see lipstick on her teeth. I knew she'd freak if the old lizard 
actually made a move on her, but that didn' t stop her from getting 
off on the attention. 
Later, my uncle again complimented me on my taste in women. 
Louis and I were alone, sitting almost companionably at the kitchen 
table. "Pretty girl, your Julianne," he said, pausing to sip his drink. 
"Reminds me of this lady I used to go with—must have been '63, 
'64. Girl named Gladys. Left me in a motel in Phoenix. Wrote me a 
little note in lipstick on the mirror. I can't remember the words 
exactly, but it added up to something like "Get screwed. Love, 
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Gladys." Later, I heard she ran off with a guy who had been giving 
her the eye in a bar the night before. Just like that. One eye lock was 
all it took." 
"Great story," I said dryly, emptying my beer down the sink 
before I walked out of the room. "Thanks for sharing." But from 
then on, whenever I heard Julianne's voice, or saw her swaying up 
the driveway in her platform shoes, all I could think of was the way 
I'd seen her through the window, laughing with lipstick on her 
teeth. Gladys, I'd whisper to myself, wondering when—and for 
whom—she would leave me. 
A week later, I made my preemptive strike. It was over, I told 
Julianne; when she asked for a reason, I lied and said I had met 
someone else. "But when . . . how?" Julianne asked in a tone of disbelief 
I didn ' t find too flattering. "Just caught her eye in a bar one night, 
and that was it," I said, shrugging as I stole Gladys's fire. Of course, 
Julianne had cried a little bit—though less than I expected, which 
was once again, not too flattering. Then she turned on me, saying I 
shouldn' t feel too bad, she'd been seeing someone else, too. A guy 
with a real job and an apar tment of his own. I guess that 
was supposed to hurt my feelings, but I merely nodded. "Gladys," 
I whispered. 
Obviously attributing the name to her competition, Julianne 
laughed harshly. "You're leaving me for someone named Gladys? 
God, Jake, you're more pathetic than I thought." And that had been 
my last vision of her. Laughing the way she had with Louis when I 
spied her through the kitchen window. That streak of lipstick on 
her teeth, as red and glaring as the message Gladys had left for my 
uncle in that motel in Phoenix. 
But it wasn' t only my relationship with Julianne that changed 
during Louis's stay. You might say my uncle had a gift. With a few 
carelessly uttered words, a look, or even one of his wrenching 
coughs, he could make you see things and people with a clarity you 
never had before. The very equilibrium of my parents' long and 
happy marriage shifted perceptibly whenever Louis hacked in his 
room. While my father's hand drifted to his chest, obviously feeling 
every spasm of his brother 's burning lungs, my mother's lips 
tightened into a narrow line. "How long, Jacques?" she would say. 
Whether she was asking how long Louis had left to live, or just how 
long till he got the fuck out, wasn' t clear. But in my father's silence, 
I heard the answer: Louis would always be between them. Dad no 
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longer saw my mother as the wondrous Eileen, who had saved him 
from a fate of perpetual orphanhood. Instead, she had become like 
the social workers, who had come repeatedly to evict him and his 
brother from a room in someone's house where they breathed in 
unison in their borrowed beds, wondering where they would be 
sent next. 
Nor did I escape the glare of new light my uncle had brought 
with him into the house. On a weekend home with her husband 
and the three kids, my sister Amy (previously my sole ally in the 
family) had looked at me hard. Stoked on beer and a shot of Dad's 
Jameson, I thought I was just being paranoid at first. "What—am I 
wearing mismatched socks, or something?" I asked. 
"No, it's just that I've always wondered who you took after. 
Now I know." 
"Oh yeah, who?" I said. Then getting it, "You're saying I remind 
you of Louis?" 
I can't believe you don ' t see it. I mean, look in the mirror, Jake. 
You're practically his spitting image." 
Bitch, I muttered, stalking out of the room. Bitch with her three 
kids and her boring dick of a husband, looking down at fellow 
travelers as she cruised the streets in her SUV. Though I rarely 
smoked anymore, that night I dug up an old stash of weed, rolled a 
joint, and breathed fragrant smoke out my bedroom window like 
some goddamn high school kid. 
It was close to d a w n when I got up to take a piss and found 
myself staring into the bathroom mirror, looking for signs of Uncle 
Louis. Sure, I was shorter than either of my parents, and my hair 
was the same dark shade that Louis was trying to recreate with his 
licorice-colored dye. But that was where the similarity ended. That 
and the fact that we both were compulsively attracted to Gladyses.. . 
And that neither of us had an idea where we belonged in the world. 
Still, there was no way I would let myself end up like my uncle. 
Camping out in one of my sisters' houses, hanging out at Christy's 
with some overweight slut in a red coat? No way in hell. 
But from that day on, I couldn't look at Louis without seeing 
myself. Myself wired on black coffee, face rumpled as a used paper 
bag, poring over a newspaper for news of a world that I had never 
really inhabited. Myself setting out every morning, desperate to 
lose another day. Myself enjoying a silent hour of company in the 
living room every evening, before being banished to another evening 
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of hacking in a dark room. Was it really possible that my genes 
were blindly programming the same course that had led Louis to 
such a miserable end? Was fate itself nothing but a matter of 
heredity? Or worse, was it something contagious, something my 
father had stealthily whispered into my bloodstream when he said 
his brother's name in the dark? 
Apparently, Amy and I weren' t the only ones who caught my 
resemblance to Uncle Louis. My mother was nagging me about 
finding a job almost daily, and even Dad, whose need to keep the 
house full of family was at least part of the reason my life had 
stalled, turned against me, subtly appropriating Mom's question 
about Louis. How long? It soon became obvious that if I had any 
hope of restoring the former balance that had kept me not only 
welcome—but needed—in my family home, Louis had to go. 
Around April, I decided computer programming was for assholes 
whose lives were so small they fit cozily into one of those cubicles, 
and I stopped going to classes. Every morning I circled jobs in the 
paper, but I hadn' t gotten around to applying for any yet. Since I had 
begun to mistrust the internal hard drive that drew me to one Gladys 
after another, I had taken a sabbatical from women as well. Thus, my 
days were defined by working out at the gym, the amount of beer in 
the fridge, and studying Uncle Louis. Despite his convict-on-good-
behavior routine, I knew that if I watched my uncle closely enough, 
he would screw up. Guys like Louis always did. 
After weeks of looking through his mail when he was out of the 
house, I soon realized that his pathetic SSI checks were hardly 
enough to cover the fifty he gave my mother each week, never 
mind his Keno and scratch ticket habit, the over the counter cough 
syrup he slugged like it was Jack Daniels, and his fat girlfriend's 
yen for buffalo wings and drinks clogged with cherries. Obviously, 
there was another source of income, undoubtedly illegal. I was 
vigilant for unusual phone calls—either at home, or at Christy's 
where I spied on the unsuspecting guy regularly. But there was 
nothing that signaled my uncle might be making book again. A 
dozen devious schemes scudded across my mind. Maybe my uncle 
and his group of newfound cronies at the store were a covert drug 
ring. Maybe he and his aging slut of a girlfriend were running 
whores, using the convenience store as a cleverly subterfuged base. 
But in the end, I couldn't deny the almost school yard innocence to 
my uncle and his pals' days at Christy's—endless afternoons spent 
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playing games, anteing up for Cokes, whooping in exultation when 
one of their tribe of inveterate idlers beat the odds on the TV screen. 
In the end, m y uncle's crime proved to be almost embarrassingly 
mundane , so uninspired, that I never would have caught him 
were it not the quixotic nature of fate. I had gone to the gym at the 
usual time: 11 a.m. sharp. It was the only appointment I kept 
religiously. But on this particular Tuesday, there was a sign on the 
door announcing that due to the sudden death of the owner 's 
father, the gym would be closed for the day. Later I heard that the 
old man had suffered a cerebral hemorrhage dur ing the night. But 
he was not the only one who would fall as a result. My uncle's 
and, yes, my own life would be altered by the small white sign on 
the gym door announcing his demise. You see wha t I mean about 
this fate shit? 
But I wasn ' t thinking about anything like that when I got home. 
And I certainly wasn ' t thinking of my uncle. To tell you the truth, I 
was pissed. I mean, I paid good money for my gym membership. 
What right did they have to close the fucking place on a whim? 
Sure, I felt for their personal tragedy and all, but business was 
business. I was pulling off my gym shorts in my room, thinking I 
would fix their asses, and join one of the big chain gyms when I 
suddenly realized I was not alone in the house. Someone else was 
home, rummaging around in my parents' room. A staticky radio 
playing in the room had apparently masked the sounds of my 
entrance. Thinking that Mom or Dad must have come home from 
work sick, I was about to call their names when one of Louis's 
wracking coughs cut through the air between us. 
Well, well, I whispered to myself, realizing what my problem had 
been all along. I was thinking large when Louis's means of survival 
had always been small, furtive, ferret-like. As light as a tracking 
animal, I tiptoed down the hallway, gradually narrowing the space 
that separated me from Louis's vicious cough, his puny crime. As it 
turned out, I couldn't have pushed the door open at a more perfect 
moment. There was my uncle, that loose, wily face clearly stunned, 
caught holding my father's suit jacket in one hand, a five dollar bill 
in the other. 
For one of those timeless moments, the two of us stared at one 
another the way my father and Louis had the first day he showed 
up at the door. On my uncle's face, registered the same gambler's 
sequence I had witnessed so many times when he attacked his 
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morning scratch tickets. First hope that there was still a way out of 
this, that he could force his luck to be other than what it always had 
been, what he was born to endure, then a vague threat, and finally 
the open admission of his true and permanent state: despair. 
"I was a . . . a little low on cash," he stammered. "You don' t think 
the old man would mind if I borrowed a few bucks, do you?" 
I continued to stare at him, the truth pulsing through my mind: 
no, my father wouldn't mind. In fact, Dad, who kept rigorous 
account of all his available cash, undoubtedly had known for 
months what his brother was up to, and had already decided not to 
say anything that would humiliate Louis. Instead, he would keep 
silent as he had done on the occasions when I was a little strapped 
myself and had been forced to resort to a similar form of 
"borrowing." And indeed my uncle was a pathetic sight, standing 
before me, his fate in my hands. Without the jacket he wore indoors 
and out, the narrowness of his frame and his withered arms poking 
out from under his T-shirt were even more obvious. And his 
pouchy face, as he mimed the five stages of gambler's grief, looked 
mustardy beneath his artificial tan. But when it comes to survival of 
the fittest, compassion is the deadliest of flaws. 
I shook my head sadly. "You know what this is going to do to 
Dad when he finds out?" I said. "I mean, he trusted you, Louis. 
Trusted you enough to take you in after all these years. He was 
even willing to forgive the way you abandoned him when he was a 
kid. Everything. And this is how you repay the guy?" 
"Look, it's only five bucks," Louis said, still in the negotiating 
phase, as he held up the paltry bill. "I'll pay him back when my 
check comes in." 
"But this isn't the first time, is it, Louis? Dad's been short a few 
times, but he didn ' t want to say anyth ing . . .d idn ' t want to believe 
it. Shit, Louis, my father practically idolized you as a kid." 
For a moment, Louis stared at me hard, then tossed the crumpled 
bill on the bed. He narrowed his yellowish eyes. "What do you 
want?" he said harshly. 
I appraised the miserable sight before me. "I want you gone," I 
said, my voice so merciless I scared myself. "Before Dad gets home. 
That is—if you really care anything about your brother." 
Louis stood up as straight as his broken frame would allow, and 
brushed past me, leaving behind a spicy whiff of drug store 
cologne. A minute later I heard the door to his room slam. 
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Downstairs, I cracked a beer, convinced that I had lost my battle 
with Louis once and for all. Obviously, a hustler like my uncle 
would choose his own survival over the preservation of my father's 
illusions. I figured the asshole was probably upstairs taking a nap, 
just daring me to expose him. 
But a half hour before my parents were due home, Louis appeared 
in the kitchen, dressed in his full Fonz regalia, and clutching the 
stained gym bag I hadn ' t seen since he arrived. 
"You'll have to front me some money—enough for a bus 
somewhere, and a room when I get there," he said, peering at me 
with the same combination of hardness and vulnerability with 
which he must have regarded those social workers as a child. 
"I have a hundred saved up from my unemployment checks. I 
can probably give you seventy-five," I said, momentarily stunned 
by Louis's capitulation. 
"There's three hundred and forty-three bucks in your sock 
drawer," he said, revealing that while I had searched his room, 
he too had learned the terrain of mine. "I want all of it, or the 
deal's off." 
For a moment I hesitated. I already knew I had Louis. If he was 
willing to relinquish his last hope of a home to die in, he certainly 
wouldn ' t quibble over a couple hundred bucks. But feeling my 
triumph, I could afford to be generous. "I'll be right down," I said. 
To my amazement , when I handed him the cash, my uncle 
actually had the balls to count it. As if I owed it to him. As if 
anyone had ever owed Louis Robichaux anything. When he was 
satisfied that I hadn ' t held back a twenty for beer money, he 
handed me an envelope with my father's name scrawled across 
the front. "This is for Jack's eyes only, you got that?" he said, 
before he jammed the cash in the pocket of his jeans like a used 
handkerchief and walked out. 
I forced myself not to watch as he made his way down the 
walkway and up the sidewalk. But it didn' t matter; I already knew 
how he looked: a little guy with dyed black hair and slumped 
shoulders, going out of this world just as he 'd entered it: absolutely 
alone and defiant as hell. 
What he wrote in the note, how he explained this second abrupt 
loss to his brother, I never learned. All I know is that after Dad read 
it, he clutched his stomach the way he had when Louis had told 
that bogus story about their parents. Then he ripped the note into 
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pieces and threw it away. "Well Eileen, I guess you're happy now," 
he said, turning unfairly on my mother. 
"But I. . .Jacques, I swear I never . . . " my mother stammered, 
before her own guilt silenced her. She may not have trapped Louis 
and blackmailed him with his own shame like I had done, but she 
had certainly wanted him gone. 
My father went to the window and stared into the empty street 
where he had once watched hopefully for Louis's return. Then he 
went to his desk and pulled out a manila envelope. "My records 
from social services," he said, as if he were speaking to himself. 
"Together, Louis and I finally got the courage to find out who we 
are. And how our early years were spent." 
"Oh, Jacques," my mother said, touching his arm, hoping for one 
more chance to rescue him like she always had in the past. "Is it 
awful?" 
"Eleven foster homes," my father said flatly. "That's how many 
we went through before they came and took me to that school. 
Louis was a trooper, but I—I was too much for any family, with my 
nightmares and my inability to speak, and especially my tantrums. 
Louis was the only one who ever knew how to handle me." He 
gazed around the room my mother had decorated with such care as 
if it were simply another one of the alien environments where 
Louis—and he, himself—would never belong. 
"Maybe we can find him," my mother said weakly. "There's a 
woman who's called here for him a few times. Polly something. I 
think I have her number . . . " 
But of course, we never did find my uncle Louis. Even when my 
father died suddenly of a massive coronary six months later, all my 
brainy sisters' best efforts had failed to turn up his lost brother. But it 
didn't matter. As he had been for my father all those years, Louis 
would always be with us. He'd been there as my parents' long 
marr iage de te r iora ted and ul t imately ended in a s torm of 
misunderstanding and pain. Two months before he died, my father 
had taken a room in town, where he spent his final weeks in silent 
solidarity with his brother. 
And yes, Louis is there when I look in the mirror, there in the 
pub where I 've taken a part-time job bartending, there when I try 
to ingratiate myself with my mother by mowing the lawn or 
changing the storm windows. And of course, whenever I meet a 
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w o m a n I think I like and then suddenly realize how much she 
reminds me of Gladys, my uncle is around—smiling smugly the 
way he did that afternoon at the kitchen table. But most of all, he 
is there late at night when I 'm alone in my room with nothing but 
cold stars for company. I think about my father a lot then. 
Sometimes alone in the dark like that, I find myself whispering 
the words I imagine my father spoke when his heart attacked and 
the nightmares that haunted his childhood came to call for real: 
Louuu... Lou-isss... Louis. 
L 
Published by USF Scholarship: a digital repository @ Gleeson Library | Geschke Center, 2014
